Maturation of body and breathing movements in 24-33 week-old fetuses threatening to deliver prematurely.
Maturation of spontaneous fetal body and breathing movements of 24- to 33-week-old fetuses in 168 pregnancies threatening to deliver prematurely were examined on the basis of newborn outcome (premature compromised, premature healthy, term healthy). Maturation of fetuses in 60 low-risk pregnancies delivering as healthy full-term infants served as a normative comparison group. Each fetus was observed for 30 min; the amount of body and breathing movements were noted and an estimation of amniotic fluid volume was made. The pattern of behavioural maturation was similar for all outcome groups; with advancing gestation there was a decrease in body movements and an increase in breathing movements. Both reduced activity levels and advanced behaviours were observed in the high-risk outcome groups. The high-risk fetuses had reduced levels of body movements which increased with better outcome and, an earlier onset of increased amounts of breathing, occurring at 30 weeks in contrast to 33 weeks for the comparison group. In the presence of ruptured membranes, those high-risk fetuses who were born prematurely had less breathing compared to those who delivered at term. Similar maturation patterns among high- and low-risk outcome groups suggests normal/typical functional development in the high-risk fetal groups. The observed differential behaviours were associated with prematurity and most likely associated with events leading to premature labour.